The group contract : a new approach to managing common problems found in group work by Sakellariou, Evy
The group contract:
A new approach to manage common problems 
found in group work
Dr. Evy Sakellariou FHEA, FCIM
CD MSc Innovation and Entrepreneurship, SMI Kingston Business School
Sternberg and Grigorento, 2000
The Yankees: The most successful 
professional sports team in the USA
They have won:
• 19 American League East 
Division titles
• 40 American League pennants
• 27 World Series championships
Sternberg and Grigorento, 2000
The Yankees: A brief period when 
they were losing
▪ The team’s owner spent large 
amounts of money to hire the 
best baseball players in the 
world
▪ Despite the star players, the 
team was striking out
▪ The new players could not 
work together; each one tried 
to be the hero on each game
Sternberg and Grigorento, 2000
This example illustrates…
▪ The degree to which 
individuals work together to  
promote each other’s 
achievements….
largely determines    
effectiveness
e.g., Clarke, 2004; Gerdy, 1998;
Gillies & Ashman, 2003; Johnson & Johnson, 2000; Johnson, Johnson, &
Smith, 1991; Sharan, 1980; Slavin, 1980; Vygotskii, 1978
Group Work Benefits-
Pedagogic literature
• active exchange of ideas within 
groups 
• increases motivation among 
participants
• promotes critical thinking
• fosters socialization
• improves attitudes towards learning
• develops a better understanding of 
diverse cultural background
Mulvey and Klein 1998; Morgan 2002; Watkins 2004, Hassanien, 2006
Group Work Problems 
Motivational issues
Free rider
Inequity based motivation loss
Ethnic mix effect
Student experience usually falls 
below their expectations.
Kirschner, 2001
Collaborative learning theoretical 
framework
In collaborative learning, students 
participate in small-group
activities in which they share their 
knowledge and expertise. 
In these student-driven activities, 
the teacher usually acts as a 
facilitator  
The Group Contract
A new approach to manage common problems in formal 
learning group work.
Applications of the Group Contract
Levels 5 & 6 & 7
Summative Assignments
Live briefs
Practical experience of seven 
years in HE
Piloted more widely in SMI in 
2019-20
What is the Group Contract?
A written agreement among group members 
concerning roles and responsibilities & ways of 
working before the group work begins
The Group Contract Template
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Inequity based motivation loss’
Ethnic mix effect
Mulvey and Klein 1998; Morgan 2002; Watkins 2004
Motivational issues
Free rider
Inequity based motivation loss’
Ethnic mix effect
Mulvey and Klein 1998; Morgan 2002; Watkins 2004
Motivational issues
Free rider
Inequity based motivation loss’
Ethnic mix effect
Illustrative Example 
✓ Level 6, SMI
✓ Core & Elective Module
✓ Large, Diversified Cohort
✓ 23 Groups
Mulvey and Klein 1998; Morgan 2002; Watkins 2004
Motivational issues
Free rider
Inequity based motivation loss’
Ethnic mix effect
















–Allow time in class for the development of the group 
contract-link it to Employability skills
–Make clear to the groups from the start that they own and 
have the full responsibility of the agreed contract
–When problems arise, refer the group back to their agreed 
terms of working
–At the end of the process, ask the groups to reflect 
collectively on this experience. Use the Critical Reflection 
tool 
Lessons Learned
–Mentoring and support is key. This is a learning process for 
them!
–Allow yourself to make mistakes. Try a new template. 
Revise your approach. Experiment. This is a learning 
process for us, too! 
Thank you for your attention!
e.sakellariou@ac.kingston.uk
Group Work
–Formal learning group work 
involves teams of students that 
are brought together to fulfil a 
designated task or assignment 
which may evolve over a 
predefined time frame or until 
the assignment is graded. 
CL elements
–Clearly perceived positive 
interdependence; Team 
members are obliged to rely on 
one another to
–achieve the goal. If any team 
members fail to do their part, 
everyone suffers 
consequences. Members
–need to believe that they are 
linked with others in a way that 
ensures that they all succeed 
together.
– Considerable interaction; 
